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INTRODUCTION 
Land-grant universities serve a wide audience of learners.  In the Northern Plains, 
this population includes a substantial number of individuals from remote areas, many 
uncomfortable with the technology associated with distance education.  In spite of these 
challenges, the land-grant mission includes identification and implementation of methods 
to improve the quality and availability of instruction to our stakeholders.  North Dakota 
State University has expressed a desire to become a technologically engaged institution. 
Creating courses with content that is accessible to students around the state is a 
cornerstone that was defined in 2000 by the North Dakota University System’s 
Roundtable (The Report of the Roundtable, p.1).  Fewer than 650,000 people live in the 
state (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).  The isolation of many inhabitants and the long 
distances they must travel to a collective point of instruction (e.g., an institute of higher 
education) results in the unavailability of courses and experts in many subject areas to 
rural learners.  By successfully beginning the task of providing distance-taught courses to 
our constituency, not only will more residents have access to a broader array of subject 
matter and experts, but they will become more experienced in, and comfortable with, the 
technology associated with this learning environment. 
Our objective was to improve the quality, effectiveness and cost efficiency of our 
teaching program by developing an existing agricultural sales course for an online 
environment.  If successful, this effort will diversify and expand the audience for this and 






 those to the university lowered, and on-campus students will gain more flexibility in 
scheduling.  These goals have not only become increasingly important, but also 
increasingly achievable with advances in distance education technology.   
Online learning may also improve the quality of future distance teaching 
programs for individual learners.  Many rural residents are unfamiliar or uncomfortable 
with various technologies employed in distance education.  Enrolling in an online course 
will increase their awareness of, and comfort level with, these instructional methods.  
From their experiences will come recommendations to revise the online agrisales course 
and to use in the development of additional courses.  Offering of the online agrisales 
course, assessment of the satisfaction and performance of online learners, and 
comparison of such to those reported by students taking the same class in the classroom 
can provide the data necessary to evaluate the effectiveness and impact of a web-based 
course.  This is the objective of this paper.  
In effect, the success of this online course in reaching rural residents and students 
on campus will serve as a feasibility study for the potential viability of online learning as 
a tool to expand the audience for other courses within the College of Agriculture.  It will 
help us answer the question whether the addition of online sections of existing courses a 
good idea for North Dakota State University and North Dakota, and states with similar 
demographic challenges. 
 
Why AgriSales?  The need for a course in agrisales was identified during an audit of the 
Agricultural Economics curriculum at North Dakota State University in 1998.  Agrisales 






 and recommendations by industry leaders throughout North Dakota and surrounding 
states and our own students and alumni.  Approximately twelve percent of departmental 
graduates accept a job in agrisales; Twenty-five percent accept a job in agrisales or 
marketing.  Although estimates are not available from every department, informal 
feedback indicates that a large number of students from other departments throughout the 
College also accept internships and positions in the area of agrisales. 
  Agrisales was first introduced as a temporary course for the spring of 2000 and 
was approved as a permanent course in 2002.  With a permanent course designation and 
three successful years of offering as indicated by students, alumni and participating 
agrisales professionals, the department looked to reach a wider audience.  Distance 
education was a natural option.  Farmers, business professionals, and students requiring 
flexibility in course scheduling, those enrolled in institutions not offering a course in 
agrisales, and those majors enrolled in the University’s new John Deere dealers’ option 
were all considered part of the target audience for the online course.  
 
METHODS 
An existing agricultural sales class was revised for an online environment and 
offered concurrently with the classroom version during the spring of 2003.   The original 
course was developed by revising materials provided by Dr. David Downey at Purdue 
University.  With his permission, these materials, including PowerPoint presentations, 
written materials such as the course syllabus, homework assignments, and descriptions of 
course projects, were revised for the online environment and for an eight-week (versus a 






 presentation time necessary to adapt to an online presentation (versus lecture) format 
would increase their use of and reliance on the textbook and one-on-one communication 
with the instructor.]  Voice-overs were prepared and applied to correspond with each 
PowerPoint presentation.  Sixteen topical areas covered in the class were converted to 
online presentations with audio.  One presentation covered the introduction and course 
syllabus, activities and expectations of the course.  The course section on communication, 
which traditionally covers three seventy-five minute class periods, was offered to online 
learners in three presentations of approximately fifteen minutes each.  One presentation 
was developed for each of the remaining topics.  Each topic is traditionally covered in 
one seventy-five minute classroom period.  Resulting online presentations ranged from 
seven to twenty-three minutes each.  They required RealTime Player software for 
viewing and a computer with active speakers for audio.  All materials were available to 
enrolled students using Blackboard accounts provided by the university.  Online students 
requesting such were also provided with a CD with the PowerPoint presentations with 
voice-overs.  The presentation series described for the online course is compared with 
traditional lectures provided by the instructor in the classroom section augmented with in-
class activities and presentations by professional salesmen and women. [During the 
spring semester of 2003, nine class sessions were presented by professionals.]  
  The structure for student-instructor communication and online delivery of 
assignments and performance measures (e.g., exams) was rudimentary during this initial 
course offering.  Blackboard accounts available to each student allowed them access to 
presentations and course materials.  Announcements were regularly posted and would 






 sent to students by the instructor and the support individual coordinating registration, 
course communication and material distribution to communicate with students.  On-
campus online students could and did regularly stop by to ask questions of the instructor 
or to submit and pick up assignments and exams.  Of the five on-campus students, only 
one regularly submitted assignments and exams by email; the remainder most often 
submitted such in person.  One off-campus student submitted assignments via fax, and 
the remaining students emailed them as attachments.  The instructor was also available to 
talk to students by telephone. 
  There was no initial face-to-face meeting for students in the online course.  This 
was primarily because students signed up at various times throughout the initial two 
weeks of the semester.  Most course orientation was accomplished by the instructor 
during individual office visits by on-campus students, while the course coordinator 
handled registration and the orientation for off-campus students. 
  The course schedule was prominently presented in the syllabus to cover a seven-
week course.  The length of the course was chosen to accommodate a one-week delay in 
beginning the course as details of the registration process and access to course materials 
for individual students in Blackboard were reconciled, and to end prior to spring break.  
And, although a strict schedule was followed in the classroom section (e.g., late 
assignments were discounted), materials submitted by online students at any time were 
accepted as ‘on time.’  Flexibility was much greater than anticipated for these students 
because it was unclear to the instructor and coordinator if instructions, particularly due 
dates, were clear to students and because several students registered for the course after it 






   A final meeting of the on-campus online students was necessary for Ready Set 
Sell night.  This activity is designed to allow students to demonstrate their mastery of 
course content by making a formal sales presentation to a professional salesman.  They 
do this activity in a group so that students not making the presentation can learn from the 
efforts of the other students, and to make it unnecessary to bring a sales professional to 
campus multiple times. The Ready Set Sell activity was scheduled so that four of the five 
on-campus students were at the appropriate place in the class to make the presentation 
(i.e., they had completed all the assignments leading up to the presentation).  The fifth 
student also participated.  The plan for coordination of this activity for off-campus 
students was to bring those in the same area of the state together for one night.  However, 
because of the small number of participating off-campus learners, it was decided their 
sales presentation to a professional from the area would be videotaped and sent to the 
instructor for evaluation.   
  
Course Evaluation.  Online and traditional face-to-face instructional methods were used 
simultaneously in separate sections of the agrisales course during the spring semester of 
2003.  Thirty students completed the traditional classroom section (classroom) and six 
completed the online section (online).  Original enrollment in the classroom section was 
thirty-five, and ten students were originally enrolled in the online section, five by 
traditional registration and five by audit.  All five enrolling by traditional registration 
were on-campus students.  Of those enrolled in the online section by audit, one individual 
has nearly completed the course (this individual has only to complete their day with a 






 course but have completed less than two-thirds of the requirements (one withdrew 
because they left the employer who encouraged and paid for their participation).  The 
final student never actively participated.   
Information was collected from students in an anonymous survey instrument 
administered at the end of the course.  Information collected included student 
demographics, their motivation for enrollment in the course, their satisfaction with the 
course, and their participation in course activities.   
Four of the online students completing the survey were on-campus students and 
one was the off-campus student nearly completing the course.  The off-campus student 
was enrolled only in this course, works a full time job, and is 60 years old.  All of the 
remaining online students were majors in the Department of Agricultural Economics as 
compared to 53 percent of classroom students.  The remaining classroom students 
represented majors from a variety of departments within the College of Agriculture 
including Agricultural Systems Management (13 percent), Crop and Weed Sciences (17 
percent), Animal and Range Sciences (3 percent), and others (23 percent).  All online 
students were seniors as compared to 73 percent of classroom students.  [All but one of 
the remaining classroom students were juniors (23 percent).]  All online students were 
male as compared to 77 percent of classroom students.  Age and grade point average did 
not differ between online and classroom students.  All online students were 22 years old, 
and the age range of classroom students was 20 to 24.   
Not including the sole off-campus student, online students worked more hours per 
week outside of school (27 versus 14, p = .017) and were enrolled in more credits (17 






 least 20 hours per week as compared to 36 percent of classroom students.   
Information about factors motivating student enrollment was collected.  Students 
were asked to indicate those factors that influenced their decision to enroll in the course 
and indicate the importance of each.  Factors included that the course fit the categories of 
electives for their academic program, they had an interest in the subject, the time of 
course offering or the instructor was important, and that the course had been 
recommended.  Online students were also asked to indicate those factors which 
influenced their selection of the online version of the course and to indicate the 
importance of each.   
Students were asked about their satisfaction with the course, the instructor, and 
fairness of evaluations.  Rubrics to measure student satisfaction were based heavily on 
existing instruments used by the Department of Agribusiness and Applied Economics at 
North Dakota State University and the sourcebook ‘Peer Review of Teaching’ (Van Note 
Chism).  Open-ended questions requested students’ suggestions for improvement in 
course delivery, how often and when meetings should be held (online), homework and 
activities, exams, and communication.   Online students were also asked about the 
effectiveness of the course and their level of comfort and experience with the Internet.  
They were queried about the level of enjoyment and learning they associate with online 
courses, and whether they would take another web-based course.  
Students were asked about their level of participation in class activities including 
attending (or listening to online) lectures and reading the textbook.  Online students were 
asked on what they relied to complete their exams.  All students were asked to rate course  






 Student performance was measured including overall class grade and percentages 
obtained on several activities comprising such.  Students were also asked to assess their 
understanding of course content and the amount they learned about agrisales from the 
class.  To allow student responses from the anonymous survey instrument to be compared 
with student performance, each student was asked to assign themselves a four digit 
number.  The number was written by the student on the first page of the survey and on a 
separate page which also included their name.  Students were informed that their identity 
would be known only by a member of the support staff (and not by the instructor), and 
that this information would be used only to allow information about their course 




Motivation for Course Selection.  Twenty percent of classroom students indicated the 
course was required for their major or minor.  It was not an academic requirement for any 
of the online students.  Most frequently mentioned by students as the primary motivation 
for enrolling in the course was to gain knowledge and experience in agrisales, with 
several students mentioning this to be a career goal.  Thirty-two percent of students 
provided this open-ended response.  Twenty-three percent each noted they were 
interested in the subject matter or that the course filled an academic need.  Fourteen 
percent of students noted a recommendation as the primary motivation.  Other noted 
motivations included course scheduling and that it was not a difficult course.  There were 






 in primary motivation between online and classroom students.   
  Among factors influencing the decision to enroll in the course, all were 
considered at least moderately important, with an interest in the subject being the most 
important overall and for each section.  The average level of assigned importance was not 
significantly different between the sections for any of the factors except time of course 
offering.  That noted by online students was six (the highest possible level of agreement) 
versus 4.2 for classroom students (p = .003).  A recommendation was more important for 
online students (average of 4.8 versus 3.8 for classroom students) but the difference was 
not statistically significant.  Those most frequently recommending the course to students 
were friends or fellow students (60 and 80 percent of recommendations to classroom and 
online students, respectively).  Recommendations also came from the instructor or from 
the student’s advisor.  The off-campus online student received a recommendation via a 
story in their local newspaper.  All off-campus students who enrolled in the course cited 
information provided from the media as their source of knowledge about the class.  In 
fact, the instructor and the course coordinator received a high volume of correspondence 
from throughout the Midwest, including email and phone calls, from the initial press 
release.  However, as a result, only five individual students enrolled.  Each was from 
rural North Dakota.   
  Online students were asked to indicate those factors which influenced their 
selection of the online version of the course and to indicate the importance of each (table 
1).  Very important were the fit of the course in their schedule, time investment, and 
flexibility.  For three students, it was the only option available to them because of their 






 important that they prefer learning independently, and did not find important (and 
perhaps disagreed) that they would learn more online. 
 
Table 1.  Importance of Factors in Online Course Selection  
Factor  Average (std. dev.)  Response range 
Schedule (e.g., time conflict)  5.6 (0.55)  5 to 6 
Anticipated number of weeks to complete  5.8 (0.45)  5 to 6 
Anticipated overall time investment to complete  5.6 (0.55)  5 to 6 
Prefer learning independently  4.7 (1.50)  3 to 6 
Thought would learn more online  2.3 (1.53)  1 to 4 
Flexibility  5.6 (0.55)  5 to 6 
Only option available to student  6.0 (0.00)   --------- 
Likert scale response where 1 = not important and 6 = important. 
 
Satisfaction with Course.  Student satisfaction with the course, the instructor, and the 
fairness of evaluation was measured and compared between the classroom and online 
sections (table 2).  Classroom students were more satisfied with the instruction in the 
course, although there was no difference in mean perception of the performance of the 
instructor as a teacher, whether she cared about students, or her level of interaction and 
communication with students.  In general, there was no difference in how students in the 
two sections perceived the course, or their change in interest in the subject during the 
course.  Two exceptions were that online students were less likely to consider course 






 Table 2. Satisfaction with Course 




INSTRUCTOR / INSTRUCTION 
Satisfaction with instruction
a 4.8  3.7  .022 
Instructor as teacher
a 4.8  4.6  .653 
Instructor cared about students
b 5.4  5.6  .630 
Instructor was available for assistance / 
consultation
b 
4.7 4.6  .838 
Appropriate level of interaction between 
instructor and student
b 
5.1 5.2  .761 
COURSE 
Course material was intellectually stimulating
b 4.4  3.8  .240 
Course built an understanding of concepts and 
principals
b 
4.9 5.0  .745 
Syllabus and course material well designed
b 4.9  5.0  .837 
Performance was evaluated fairly
b 4.8  5.0  .612 
Fairness of grading procedures
a 4.4  5.0  .315 
Course effectively challenged thinking
b 4.5  4.4  .864 
Quality of course
a 4.73  4.20  .260 
Would recommend course overall
b 5.1  4.8  .528 
Increase in interest in agrisales
c 1.2  1.2  .906 
a. Likert scale where 1 = very poor and 6 = very good. 
b. Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree. 
c. Difference in Likert scale response to questions ‘My interest in agrisales at the current 






   In responses to open-ended questions, students from both the classroom and 
online sections agreed that the homework assignments were somewhat repetitive.  And, 
although the online students were satisfied with the number of assignments, the 
classroom students in general thought there were too many.  The number of assignments 
for each was the same.  Difference in perception may come from the number of times an 
individual student had to submit homework assignments or from differences in how the 
role of the assignments in the class was perceived.  In the classroom section, assignments 
were generally due individually (e.g., one per day) while in the online version, students 
tended to submit multiple assignments at the same time (e.g., several were due and 
submitted together each week). 
  Online students were also asked to indicate their level of agreement with 
statements about the effectiveness of the online course and their level of comfort and 
experience with the Internet (table 3).  They were asked to indicate the level of enjoyment 
and learning they associate with online courses, and whether they would take another 
web-based course and on what this depended.   
  Students tended to neither agree nor disagree that distance learning was an 
effective format for the class.  Students tended to agree that the course made good use of 
technology, that Blackboard was an effective tool for accessing PowerPoint slides, 
homework assignments, exams, and announcements.  However, average level of 
agreement that Blackboard was effective for accessing presentations with audio was 
lower and the range of responses was considerable.  Online students again in general 
agreed that the instructor was considerate of online learners and there was an appropriate 






 Table 3. Effectiveness of Online Course 
Factor  Average (std. dev.)
a Response 
range 
Distance learning format effective for this course
 a  3.5 (0.58)  3 to 4 
Course makes good use of technology
 a  5.2 (1.30)  3 to 6 
Blackboard effective tool for accessing PowerPoint slides 
(without voice-overs)
 a 
5.2 (1.30)  3 to 6 
Blackboard effective tool for accessing PowerPoint slides 
(with voiceovers)
 a 
4.0 (2.35)  1 to 6 
Blackboard effective tool for accessing homework 
assignments and exams
 a 
5.2 (1.30)  3 to 6 
Blackboard effective tool for accessing announcements
 a  5.2 (1.30)  3 to 6 
Instructor is considerate of online learners
 a  5.2 (0.84)  4 to 6 
Interaction between instructor and student is at an 
appropriate level
 a 
4.6 (1.14)  3 to 6 
    
Level of comfort using the Internet
b  5.4 (0.89)  4 to 6 
Level of experience using the Internet
c  4.6 (1.67)  2 to 6 
Enjoy learning online
 a  4.8 (0.84)  4 to 6 
Learn better independently than in the classroom
 a  2.6 (1.52)  1 to 4 
Likeliness of taking another online course
d  4.4 (1.52)  3 to 6 
a. Likert scale response where 1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree 
b. Likert scale response where 1 = not very comfortable and 6 = very comfortable 
c. Likert scale response where 1 = none and 6 = substantial 







 Students in general reported that they were comfortable using the Internet and 
enjoyed learning online.  Students said their level of enjoyment with online learning 
would depend on their time, their access to a computer with programs that supported the 
online class, and the quality of the class.   Students in general did not believe they learned 
better independently than in the classroom.  While most would be likely to take another 
course online if they, e.g., were not graduating, one student indicated that it would 
depend on his previously existing knowledge.  If he had some prior knowledge of or 
experience with the topic, he would be more likely to take an online course.   
 
Activities.  Students were asked about their level of participation in class activities.  
Classroom students attended a far greater percentage of lectures on average (94 percent) 
than students listened completely (24 percent) or partially (21 percent) to online lectures.  
The range in percentage of online lectures listened to at least in part ranged from 10 to 
79.  Two students listened to only two or three of nineteen lectures, two students to nine 
lectures, and one student to 15 lectures.  Reasons noted by online students for not 
listening to a larger percentage of online lectures included lack of access to a computer 
with the appropriate software and/or speakers and that it was unnecessary to listen to 
excel in the course (each noted by two students) and that they could not listen from home 
(noted by one student).  Online students relied more heavily on the PowerPoint slides 
(without the audio presentation).  The average number of slide presentations of 19 
reviewed was 11.4 (std. dev. of 8.0), and the average number printed for reference was 
13.8 (8.3).  One student did not access any of the PowerPoint presentations while two 






   Students were asked to rate course components and activities by the degree of 
usefulness to overall level of learning in the course (table 4).  Classroom students 
assigned a moderately favorable level of usefulness to the instructor and the speakers, 
while online students found the instructor less useful and the online lectures for the most 
part not to be useful.  Online students relied more on the textbook, although neither 
section found it more than moderately useful.  The fact that classroom students did not 
rely heavily on the textbook was not particularly surprising because the lectures covered 
the same material and the textbook was used heavily during lecture to provide specific 
examples.  It was, however, surprising that the online students did not find the textbook 
useful because they did not otherwise have very much exposure to course content (i.e., 
they did not listen to the online lectures).  When asked why they did not read more of the 
textbook, two-thirds of classroom students and four of the five participating online 
students responded.  The most common answer among both sections was that it was 
unnecessary to do so (noted by 45 and 75 percent of classroom and online students, 
respectively).  Next was lack of time, noted by 30 and 25 percent, respectively.  Other 
responses among classroom students were that the textbook was boring or they did not 
like to read (15 percent) or that they did not have access to the book (10 percent).  Clearly 
students were not motivated to read the textbook.  
The online students found more useful spending the day with a salesperson and 
writing the associated paper, and rated their salesperson as more appropriate for the task 
than classroom students.  This may have been because the salesperson provided 
information to these students their counterparts received from lectures and, particularly, 






 the Ready Set Sell activity wherein they were required to compile the material learned 
during class. 
 
Table 4. Perceived Usefulness of Course Components 




Instructor 4.8  4.0  .146 
Speakers 4.8  ------  ----- 
Online lectures  -----  2.6  ----- 
PowerPoint slides  4.6  4.2  .474 
Textbook 2.0  3.6  .004 
Day with a salesperson   4.7  5.2  .266 
Writing the day with the salesperson paper  3.5  4.0  .374 
Ready Set Sell homework assignments  4.3  4.0  .505 
Ready Set Sell activity   5.0  4.0  .096 
Writing the Ready Set Sell paper   3.5  3.6  .883 
a. Likert scale response where 1 = not useful and 6 = very useful.  
 
  Online students were asked what they relied upon when taking exams.  They were 
asked to assign a percentage to each available resource.  Because students reported that 
their textbook was not particularly useful, it was surprising that the percentage this 
resource contributed during the exam for the average student was 47.  Perhaps the 






 helps explain this result (i.e., although they did not read the textbook, they may have used 
it to look up responses for the exam).  Three of the five students indicated they relied on 
the textbook for 60 to 90 percent of their work on the exam.  The other two students 
relied heavily on the PowerPoint slides, one almost entirely.  No student relied more than 
15 percent on the online presentations with audio, and the average for such among all 
students was only 7 percent.  This was less than that assigned to the instructor (8 percent), 
and, as the instructor, I know this consisted only of a very occasional question from a 
student taking the exam.   
 
Course Performance.  There was no difference in the overall performance of classroom 
versus online students (table 5).  However, grades on individual activities differed 
between the groups.  Online students received higher grades on individual homework 
assignments and exams. [Exams for online students were open note / open book and 
taken by students at their own pace.] For both online and classroom students, a good 
example of a completed version of each homework assignment was provided in the 
course packet.  However, online students tended to follow more carefully the example 
and homework instructions than their counterparts.  However, they did not demonstrate 
as much ability to apply course concepts to a practical setting.  They did not perform as 
well in their selling exercise or do as well on papers evaluating this exercise or their 
experience with a professional salesperson. 
  There was no difference in students’ self-reported understanding of course content 
between the sections.  And, although classroom students perceived they had learned more 






 grade students received in the course was correlated with the amount they believed they 
learned about agrisales and their self-reported understanding of course content (Pearson’s 
correlation coefficient P = .304, p = .075 and P = .500, p. 002, respectively). 
 
Table 5. Course Performance and Perceived Learning 
 





Ready Set Sell Activity  90.3  84.2  .011 
Ready Set Sell Paper  88.0  81.6  .077 
Read Set Sell Total (including homework)  90.9  97.0  .026 
Day with a Salesperson Paper  84.4  77.9  .175 
Exam 1  84.2  88.5  .225 
Exam 2  84.0  93.8  .036 
Average Exam  84.1  90.3  .078 
Grade (overall percentage)  89.3  88.8  .830 
PERCEIVED LEARNING 
 Average  response
a  
Amount learned about agrisales  4.9  4.4  .134 
Understanding of course content  5.0  5.0  1.000 







  Online instruction and other methods of distance delivery have received increased 
attention as schools under tightening budgets compete for a audience of learners 
increasingly accustomed to flexibility.  While there are few online courses in agriculture, 
and especially agricultural economics, the number in this and other fields continues to 
grow.  To date this instructional method has largely been adopted on the faith that it is 
preferred by some learners and maintains the quality of instruction offered in on-campus 
courses.  Research to support or refute these hypotheses is limited, and that which seeks 
to explain in depth what influences learner preference, satisfaction, and success with the 
relative learning styles is almost non-existent.  The purpose of this paper was to provide 
information about an initial offering of an online course and student perceptions of the 
components of and their performance in this course as compared with their classroom 
taught counterparts.  The findings provide insight into the development of rubrics by 
which to measure and compare student satisfaction with, and learning in, courses using 
different instructional techniques and provide hypotheses for further inquiry.  Primary 
conclusions from this initial effort focus on marketing of an initial course offering, 
student motivation, satisfaction, and performance, and course activities.   
 
Marketing an online course.  The online course received substantial press attention, and 
there were a substantial number of inquiries about the course from individuals and firms 
from throughout the Midwest.  In spite of such, only ten students were initially enrolled.  
Five of them were on-campus students who had heard about the course by email from the 






 majors in the Department of Agricultural Economics even though traditional enrollment 
in this service course includes majors from throughout the College.  Thus, one might 
conclude that intra-College marketing of the course needs attention and perhaps that 
resources should be devoted to identifying why an online course of this nature may not 
appeal to students in other departments.  All of the off-campus learners who initially 
enrolled in the course were individuals from rural North Dakota.  At the time of initial 
queries from a wider audience as a result of a press release, we were not well-prepared to 
explain the procedures associated with enrolling non-NDSU students in the course (i.e., 
we did not fully understand them ourselves) nor were we well-prepared to accommodate 
special situations (e.g., multiple off-site learners from a single firm).  Although we are 
now better prepared to handle these details and can better explain both the benefits of the 
course to off-campus learners and the course procedures that will facilitate their 
participation, there is no certainty we will get a second chance with those who initially 
inquired.  The lesson here is to be prepared to answer any possible inquires about the 
course and the course enrollment and participation processes. 
 
Motivation.  Further emphasizing the seemingly ineffective marketing to our target 
audience, including those who might learn better using this alternative instructional 
method, was that online students appeared to be motivated by the convenience of the 
course rather than by what they expected to learn.  While interest in the subject was the 
most important factor in selecting the agrisales course, three of the five responding online 
students identified the online version as their only option (as opposed to, e.g., that they 







Student satisfaction and performance.  Online students were less satisfied with 
instruction in, and the quality of, the course, and did not find it as intellectually 
stimulating.  However, they did not perceive a difference in the instructor as a teacher, 
whether she cared about the students, or the appropriateness in level of student / 
instructor communication.  This was very surprising given the very minimal level of 
instructor interaction with online students.  One of the key lessons taught in the agrisales 
course is that to maintain prospects as long-term customers you need to meet their 
expectations and, to do so, you need a good understanding of what those expectations are.  
Clearly the communication expectations of the online students were different than those 
of their classroom counterparts.   
  Students’ suggestions regarding homework assignments also reflected a 
difference between sections in what was viewed as important in the class.  While several 
students from both groups noted that the homework assignments could be a bit repetitive 
at times, the classroom students indicated there were too many assignments while the 
online students found there to be an appropriate number.  As the assignments were the 
same (in form and number), the reason for the difference in perception is not clear.  Two 
potential hypotheses are that the more frequent submission of assignments by classroom 
students (each was submitted on a different day) versus online students (assignments 
were submitted and likely completed in batches) made it seem like they were doing more 
homework or that, since the homework may have been a more important part of 
understanding course concepts for the online students, they may have been more 






 inquire in more detail about acceptability of the homework completion and submission 
process and about student expectations regarding the role of homework.  Related was the 
frequency with which online students submitted homework late.  Because of the 
uncertainly associated with their understanding of course deadlines, and their ability to 
meet them, online students were not penalized for submitting course materials late.  
Certainly future assessments should inquire into the reasons why an online student might 
not consider it necessary to adhere to the course schedule. 
  While students neither agreed nor disagreed that online learning was effective for 
this course, they reported a high level of comfort with using the Internet and expressed a 
likelihood of taking another online course if they were not graduating.  Again, however, 
their motivation appeared to be to complete the course in a manner that best fit their 
schedule and the availability of their time rather than because they believed they could 
learn more online.  Their responses throughout the survey do not support and in part 
refute the hypothesis that the learning styles of those enrolling in an online course are 
more conducive to independent learning.  In fact, although the online students performed 
better on exams (which for them were taken at their own pace using whatever resources 
they desired), they were not as proficient as their classroom counterparts in applying 
course material to practical settings (e.g., Ready Set Sell activity) or interpreting practical 
settings using course terminology and concepts (e.g., writing the day with a salesperson 
paper).  This was particularly true with regards to the section on communication, about 
which there was no information in the textbook.  In other words, the online students 
could effectively complete the work but they did not seem to understand and be able to 







Course Activities.  Online lectures clearly did not replace classroom time (lectures, 
speakers) although it is not clear whether students did not listen to the online lectures 
because they did not find them useful or visa versa.  Neither the classroom nor online 
students found the textbook to be particularly useful, although the online students found it 
to be more so.  The average student in each section did not read much of the textbook.  
Students in both sections reported this to be because it was unnecessary.  The textbook 
was chosen to support and enhance classroom or online lectures.  If it is to be useful in 
such, an alternative method of motivating students to read will need to be identified and 
adopted.   
  Surprisingly given its apparent lack of use, the average online student reported 
that they relied on the textbook for nearly fifty percent of their work on the exams.  Three 
students relied very heavily on the textbook and the other two students on the PowerPoint 
slides.  None of the online students relied heavily on the online presentations for exams.  
In fact, the instructor was identified as more important to the average student although 
she received very few queries by students taking their exams.  Development of the online 
presentations was by far the most involved part of converting the course to an online 
offering.  Clearly this effort was either not warranted or additional efforts need to be 
applied to either increase the ease by which students can access the lectures or their 
motivation to do so.  
  Finally, online students found more useful their day with a salesperson than 
classroom students.  This may be because classroom students were exposed to a variety 






 during lectures.  It may improve the online course to have students spend more time with 
a larger number of professionals (e.g., by spending more than one day with a salesperson, 
having them watch videotaped presentations by sales professionals).  Another possibility 
is to have online students exert more effort in reflecting on their time with their 
salesperson within the context of course content (e.g., write a longer, more reflective 
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